Beyond the internal dynamics of organizational responses to conflicting institutional demands  by Gutiérrez‐Rincón, Viviana
AB
t
V
D
a
A
R
A
A
J
M
K
D
C
I
S
C
M
P
T
D
T
E
0Estudios Gerenciales 30 (2014) 376–383
ESTUDIOS GERENCIALES
w w w.e l se vier .es /es tudios gerenc ia les
rticle
eyond  the  internal  dynamics  of  organizational  responses
o  conﬂicting  institutional  demands
iviana  Gutiérrez-Rincón ∗
ocente investigadora, grupo FSOP, Departamento de Gestión de Organizaciones, Pontiﬁcia Universidad Javeriana, Cali, Colombia
 r  t  i  c  l e  i  n  f  o
rticle history:
eceived 8 July 2013
ccepted 28 March 2014
vailable online 25 May  2014
EL classiﬁcation:
10
eywords:
ecision making
onﬂicting demands
nstitutional theory
trategy
a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t
This paper  presents  some  reﬂections  on  strategic  response  models,  in particular  the  models  proposed  by
Pache,  Santos  and  Oliver,  and  it evaluates  their  complementarity  and  differences,  especially  regarding  the
interactions  between  decision  making  and  the  possible  strategic  responses  to institutional  demands.  It
is argued  that  the  theoretical  contributions  of Pache  and  Santos  can  be categorized  under the dimension
of  utility,  because  they  can enhance  the  potential  to operationalize  and  test  the  model.  However,  the
reﬂections  made  in  this  paper  not  only  highlight  the need  to  take  into  account  other  external  and  internal
factors  for  the  study  of  strategic  responses,  but also the integration  of different  linkages  of  the decision
process  with  strategic  responses  to institutional  demands.
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Este artículo  presenta  una  reﬂexión  sobre  los modelos  de respuesta  estratégica,  en particular,  los  pro-
puestos por  Pache,  Santos  y  Oliver,  a ﬁn  de evaluar  sus  complementariedades  y diferencias,  especial-
mente  las interacciones  entre  las  decisiones  y las  diferentes  posibilidades  de  respuesta  estratégica  ante
las demandas  institucionales.  Se  argumenta  que  las  contribuciones  teóricas  realizadas  por Pache  y Santosemandas conﬂictivas
eoría institucional
strategia
pueden clasiﬁcarse  en  la  dimensión  de utilidad,  debido  a  que  pueden  aumentar  el  potencial  de  opera-
cionalizar  y poner  a prueba  el modelo.  Sin  embargo,  este  artículo  pone  de maniﬁesto  la necesidad  de
tener  en  cuenta  otros  factores  externos  e internos  en  el  estudio  de  las  respuestas  estratégicas,  así como
la integración  de  diferentes  vínculos  del proceso  de  decisión  con  las  respuestas  estratégicas  a  demandas
institucionales.
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Indo  Além  Das  Dinâmicas  Internas  Das  Respostas  Organizacionais  Perante  Os
Pedidos  Institucionais  Conﬂitivos
r  e  s  u  m  o
Este  artigo  apresenta  uma  reﬂexão  sobre  os  modelos  de  resposta  estratégica,  em particular,  os  propostos
por  Pache,  Santos  e Oliver,  com  o objectivo  de avaliar  as suas  complementariedades  e  diferenc¸ as,  especial-
mente  das interacc¸ ões  entre  as  decisões  e das  diferentes  possibilidades  de  resposta  estratégica  perante  os
pedidos  institucionais.  Argumenta-se  que  as  contribuic¸ ões  teóricas  realizadas  por Pache  e Santos  podem
ser  classiﬁcadas  no  âmbito  da utilidade  devido  ao  facto  de  poderem  aumentarem  o  potencial  de opera-
cionalizar  e pôr  à prova  o  modelo.  Porém,  este  artigo  manifesta  a necessidade  de levar  em considerac¸ ão
outros  factores  externos  e internos  no estudo  das  respostas  estratégicas,  assim  como  a integrac¸ ão  de
cesso
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. Introduction
In organizational studies, particularly in institutional theory,
here has been a growing interest in the strategic responses of
rganizations to institutional demands (Lawrence, 1999), espe-
ially those of a conﬂicting nature (Goodrick & Salancik, 1996;
liver, 1991; Scott, 2005; Seo & Creed, 2002), which are broadening
he limits of attention on the part of institutional theorists, which
as hitherto focused on the effects of the institutional environ-
ent on structural conformity and isomorphism effects (DiMaggio
 Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991; Zucker, 1977).
sing these frameworks as a basis, Pache and Santos (2010) built
 model of organizational responses to answer the question “How
oes an organization respond when inﬂuential stakeholders hold
ontradicting views about its appropriate course of action?” (Pache
 Santos, 2010, p. 456). The authors afﬁrm that even though
urrent models recognize that compliance with conﬂicting insti-
utional demands is problematic, and point to alternative response
trategies, they treat organizations as unitary players developing
trategic responses to external pressures and largely ignore the role
f intra-organizational dynamics, which Pache and Santos included
n their model to increase its predictive power, and to identify
ith more precision the conditions under which speciﬁc response
trategies are used.
Even though these authors made a contribution to the model
eveloped by Oliver (1991), organizational theorists have already
cknowledged the intra-organizational dynamics by recognizing
he fragmentation of complex organizations (Flingstein, 1990;
awrence and Lorsh, 1967 in Kostova & Zaheer, 1999); further-
ore, Kostova and Zaheer (1999) in their study of Multinationals
nterprises identify the need for organizational subunits to achieve
nternal legitimacy within the organization, in addition to legiti-
acy with the external environment.
Although Pache and Santos (2010) critique previous models
ecause of their lack of integration of institutional ﬁeld and intra-
rganizational levels, the authors put aside some external and
nternal factors that also play predominant roles in the organiza-
ions’ strategic response to institutional demands, such as media
xposure and the size of the organizations; they justify these limita-
ions as an effort to achieve parsimony. Among the external factors
s media exposure, which, having taken on increased signiﬁcance in
ssigning importance to issues, plays a role in conﬁrming or eroding
he legitimacy of individual ﬁrms, and by doing so, affects the orga-
ization’s responses to institutional pressures (Greening & Gray,
994; Gupta, 2009). On the other hand, an important internal factor
s the size of the organizations, because by virtue of their size and
isibility, large organizations are subject to considerable attention
rom state, media and professional groups, which is a strong incen-
ive to take actions to ensure their legitimacy (Mintzberg, 1983 in
oodstein, 1994). de  decisão  com  as respostas  estratégicas  a  pedidos  institucionais.
d  ICESI.  Publicado  por  Elsevier  España,  S.L.U.  Todos  os direitos  reservados.
Moreover, with their claim of the predictive power of the model
and a systematic understanding of the inﬂuences of conﬂicting
institutional pressures, they assume that all strategic responses are
the result of a rational process of decision making (March & Simon,
1958; Simon, 1979), which can be a sequence of decomposed stages
that converge on a solution (Langley, Mintzberg, Picher, Posada
& Saint-Macary, 1995), in this case responding to social and legal
institutional demands (Simon, 1979). Nevertheless, organizational
decision making is a socially interactive process (Cyert & March,
1963; Langley et al., 1995), which makes it difﬁcult to follow what
is simply a rational decision making process.
In conclusion, it is argued here that the contribution made by
the authors to the model developed in the ﬁrst instance by Oliver
(1991) is basically the addition of the role of intra-organizational
dynamics, and although it does not signiﬁcantly modify the logic of
the pre-existing model, it offers better comprehension of the differ-
ent elements that can affect organizations’ strategic responses to
conﬂicting institutional demands, making it a contribution more of
utility than of originality. However, there is no empirical evidence
of the predictive power of the complete model, which leaves the
need of empirical studies to assess each of the propositions and
the model.
In formulating these arguments, this paper is divided into three
sections. First, it builds on the concepts of institutional demands
and strategic responses to identify the conceptual bases of the
strategic response models. Second, it evaluates the contributions of
Pache and Santos’ model to the study of different decision making
processes behind the organizations’ selection of strategic responses
to institutional demands. Third, it identiﬁes some other exter-
nal and internal factors that also play predominant roles in the
organizations’ strategic response to institutional demands that can
change the predictive responses identiﬁed by Pache and Santos
(2010), and concludes with theoretical implications.
2. Internal dynamics of organizational responses
to conﬂicting institutional demands
This paper highlights two main concepts that are present
in the mainstream literature of institutional theory that has
focused on strategic decision making, and represent the basis of
the models developed by Pache and Santos (2010) and Oliver
(1991). These concepts are institutional demands and strategic
responses.
With the aim of evaluating the complementarities and differ-
ences of the models of Pache and Santos (2010) and Oliver (1991),
the sections presented below introduce the concepts of institu-
tional demands, strategic responses, and the description of the
predictors of the strategic responses proposed by Oliver (1991) and
Pache and Santos (2010).
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.1. Institutional demands
Researchers in institutional theory have recognized the com-
lexity of institutional environments because of the different
emands that they can impose on organizations; Scott (2005)
escribes it as a growing awareness of the multiple and varied
acets of the environment; furthermore, he states that because
f changes in information technology, as well as the increasing
obility of capital, labor, ideologies, beliefs, consumer preferences,
nd fads, a single organization is more likely to operate simul-
aneously in these numerous institutional environments. Meyer
nd Rowan (1977) argue that the survival of some organizations
epends more on managing the demands of internal and boundary-
panning relations, while the survival of others depends more on
he ceremonial demands or myths of highly institutionalized envi-
onments, conditional on their necessity of institutional resources;
owever, they recognize that institutionalized myths differ in their
ules and description of standards that should be used to evaluate
utputs.
In the same way, Oliver (1991) notes that organizations are
ften confronted with conﬂicting institutional demands, or with
nconsistencies between institutional expectations and internal
rganizational objectives, which lead them to respond according to
heir resource dependencies of the constituent. Furthermore, Seo
nd Creed (2002) in their identiﬁcation of institutional contradic-
ions highlighted the inter-institutional incompatibilities, which
re derived from a context of multiple, interpenetrating levels and
ectors; as a result of these incompatibilities the organizations’ con-
ormity to certain institutional arrangements within a particular
evel or sector may  cause conﬂicts or inconsistencies with institu-
ional arrangements of different levels or sectors.
Similarly, Pache and Santos (2010) use the term institutional
emands in their model to refer to these various pressures for con-
ormity exerted by institutional referents on organizations in a
iven ﬁeld. They are especially focused on conﬂicting institutional
emands deﬁned as the antagonisms in organizational arrange-
ents required by institutional referents, which Oliver (1991)
efers to as multiplicity.
.2. Strategic response
When environments are more conﬂictive or ambiguous, orga-
izations have a greater opportunity for strategic behavior (Scott,
005); this behavior is called institutional strategy by Lawrence
1999), who states that institutional strategy demands the ability
o articulate, sponsor and defend particular practices and organi-
ational forms as legitimate or desirable, rather than the ability to
nact already legitimated practices or leverage existing social rules.
Oliver (1991) states that depending on the dependence of
rganizations on institutional resources, organizations exercise
ifferent degrees of resistance and activeness to respond to exter-
al constraints and demands. She proposes that organizational
esponses will vary from conforming to resistant, from passive
o active, from preconscious to controlling, from impotent to
nﬂuential, and from habitual to opportunistic, depending on the
nstitutional pressures toward conformity that are used on orga-
izations. However, organizations’ strategic interest also plays an
mportant role in the selection of alternative ways to deal with
nstitutional uncertainty (Goodrick & Salancik, 1996).
In these strategic responses, the role of intra-organizational
ynamics has been acknowledged by organizational theorists, who
ecognize the fragmentation of complex organizations (Flingstein,
990; Lawrence & Lorsh, 1967 in Kostova & Zaheer, 1999), even
hough traditionally, organizational legitimacy is deﬁned as the
rganization’s conformity with institutionalized rules and practices
eing vital for organizational survival and success (Meyer & Rowan,enciales 30 (2014) 376–383
1977). Kostova and Zaheer (1999) in their work with Multination-
als Enterprises, identiﬁed the need for organizational subunits to
achieve internal legitimacy within the organization, in addition to
legitimacy with the external environment, because organizational
legitimacy can be shaped by not only the complexity of the envi-
ronment’s institutional characteristics, but also by the complexity
of the organization’s characteristic.
Likewise, Jarzabkowski (2004) studied recursive and adaptive
strategic responses, recognizing the multiple levels that these
strategies cover, from macro-institutional and competitive con-
texts to within-ﬁrm levels of analysis to individual cognition. She
deﬁnes recursiveness as the socially accomplished reproduction
of sequences of activity and action, because the actors involved
possess a negotiated sense that one template from their reper-
toire will address a new situation; and adaptation is deﬁned as the
varying degrees of change from incremental adjustment to radical
reorientation. Jarzabkowski (2004) also recognized the multiplicity
of the institutional environments (macro-institutional) and relates
the strategic responses depending on the level of formalization
of the institutional environment.
Finally, Pache and Santos (2010) establish three levels of insti-
tutional formalization. First, centralization, which is characterized
by a well-structured ﬁeld with the presence of dominant players
at ﬁeld level that support and enforce prevailing logics. In contrast,
decentralized ﬁelds are poorly formalized and characterized by the
absence of dominant players with the ability to constrain organi-
zations’ behaviors. Pache and Santos claim that the third level of
formalization presents the most complex ﬁelds for organizations
to deal with; the moderately centralized ﬁelds, which are char-
acterized by the competing inﬂuence of multiple and misaligned
players whose inﬂuence is not dominant, yet is potent enough to be
imposed on organizations. They propose that a key element affect-
ing response mobilization of organizations is whether or not the
different sides of the conﬂicting institutional demands present in
moderately centralized ﬁelds are represented internally.
2.3. Predictors of strategic responses
Pache and Santos (2010) built their model on Oliver’s model,
which proposes ﬁve strategic responses to ﬁve institutional fac-
tors, which are divided into ten dimensions, varying the active
agency of the organization from passivity to active resistance to
institutional pressures. Oliver (1991) develops this preliminary
conceptual framework for predicting the occurrence of alternative
strategic responses by comparing the similarities and differences
between institutional and resource dependence theories. Speciﬁ-
cally, the assumptions about organizational behavior that include
the potential for variation in the degree of choice, awareness, proac-
tiveness, inﬂuence and self-interest that organizations exhibit in
response to institutional pressures.
In her model, Oliver (1991) deﬁnes ﬁve institutional factors that
exercise pressures in organizations: (i) cause refers to the expec-
tations or intended objectives that emphasize external pressures
for conformity, generally in terms of legitimacy and economic efﬁ-
ciency for the organizations; (ii) constituents include the state,
professions, interest groups and the general public, imposing a
multiplicity of laws, regulations and expectations on organizations,
depending on their dependency on these constituents; (iii) content
refers to the consistency of the pressures with organizational goals,
and with the decision making constraints enforced on the organi-
zation; (iv) control refers to two main means by which institutions
exert pressures on organizations, and these consist of legal coercion
imposed by government or voluntary diffusion, because institu-
tional demand has been already diffused by other organizations in
the ﬁeld; (v) ﬁnally, environmental context, which is constituted by
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Table  1
Institutional antecedents and predicted strategic responses.
Predictive factor Strategic responses
Acquiesce Compromise Avoid Defy Manipulate
Cause
Legitimacy High Low Low Low Low
Efﬁciency High Low Low Low Low
Constituents
Multiplicity Low High High High High
Dependence High High Moderate Low Low
Content
Consistency High Moderate Moderate Low Low
Constraint Low Moderate High High High
Control
Coercion High Moderate Moderate Low Low
Diffusion High High Moderate Low Low
Context
Uncertainty High High High Low Low
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Multiplicity (H3)
Interconnected
(H10)
Absence internal
representation (P2)
Fragmented fields moderated
centralized (P1)
Means
Goals
Consistency (H5)
One side internal
representation (P3)
Two sides internal
representation (P4)
Absence internal
representation (P5)
One side internal
representation(P6)
Two sides internal
representation(P7)
FInterconnectedness High High Moderate Low Low
ource: Oliver (1991, p. 160).
ncertainty in the anticipation and prediction of future and inter-
onnectedness among the players of the organizational ﬁeld.
On the other hand, the ﬁve types of strategic responses proposed
y Oliver (1991) are: (i) acquiescence, which refers to organizations’
doption of arrangements required by external institutional con-
tituents, and this can be used by organizations when there is no
onﬂict present between institutional demands; (ii) compromise,
hich is deﬁned as the attempt by organizations to achieve partial
onformity with all institutional expectations by trying to balance,
acify or bargain with external constituents; (iii) avoidance is the
rganizational attempt to prevent the necessity to conform with
nstitutional pressures; (iv) deﬁance refers to the open rejection of
t least one of the institutional demands; (v) manipulation refers
o the active attempt to alter or exert power over the content of
nstitutional requirements.
The strategic responses depending of the predictor factor
ypothesized by Oliver (1991) are outlined in Table 1.
. Contributions to the model
A comparative analysis of the hypothesis generated by Oliver
1991) and Pache and Santos (2010) was developed to identify the
ontributions made by Pache and Santos to the growing literature
n organizational responses to conﬂicting institutional demands,
nd more speciﬁcally to the model developed by Oliver (1991),
y detecting relations and dissimilarities between the two models
Table 2).
Two main factors that are highlighted in the model of Pache
nd Santos (2010) are the nature of the demands and the internal
epresentation, which they claim affect the mobilization of various
esponse strategies by organizations that face conﬂicting institu-
ional demands. To support their propositions, the authors used
s empirical evidence the results from different studies made by
ther authors (Scott, 1983, Westphal & Zajac, 1994, Greenwood &
inings, 1996, Montgomery & Oliver, 1996, Glynn, 2000 in Pache
 Santos, 2010), except for propositions 5 and 6, which have no
mpirical evidence to support the authors’ claims.
The authors state that an organization’s response to conﬂicting
nstitutional demands is a function of the nature of these demands,
hich they divided into ideological and functional levels. Thedeological levels are related with the goals of the organization,
eﬁned as expressions of the core system of values and references
f organizational constituencies and for this reason they are not
asily challenged or negotiable. Oliver (1991) also includes theig. 1. Relation between Oliver’s hypothesis and Pache and Santos’ propositions.
Source: prepared by the author.
consistency of pressures with organizational goals as one of the
dimensions in the institutional factor of content, which is tested in
hypothesis 5. In contrast, Pache and Santos deﬁned functional and
process demands as material and peripheral; therefore, this type of
demands is potentially ﬂexible and negotiable.
On the other hand, Pache and Santos (2010) argue that internal
groups play an important role in interpreting and enacting the insti-
tutional demands exerted on organizations, as well as in making
decisions in the face of these institutional constraints. They empha-
size the importance of understanding how the different sides of the
institutional are represented internally: one-side representation,
multiple-side representation, or the absence of representation. Fur-
thermore, the authors claim that the internal dimension allows the
identiﬁcation of intra-organizational political processes that affect
organizational responses to institutional pressures.
Fig. 1 illustrates the relation between the hypothesis developed
by Oliver (1991) and the propositions of Pache and Santos (2010). It
shows that the nature of the demands and internal representation
are merely expanding the factors proposed in Oliver’s model.
The authors also built on Oliver’s strategic responses, using
four of the ﬁve categories established by Oliver (1991), not
including acquiescence, because they are framework under strate-
gic responses to conﬂicting institutional demands attempting to
answer the question: “How does an organization respond when
inﬂuential stakeholders hold contradicting views about its appro-
priate course of action?” (Pache & Santos, 2010, p. 456) (Table 3).
Even though acquiescence is an organizational strategic response
to institutional demands, it does not imply conﬂicting demands
or inconsistencies between institutional expectations and inter-
organizational objectives (Oliver, 1991).
To analyze the contributions of Pache and Santos, it is impor-
tant to understand that despite the fact that it is possible to make
an important theoretical contribution by simply adding or sub-
tracting factors from an existing model, this may  be insufﬁcient to
substantially alter the core logic of the existing model. One way to
demonstrate the value of a proposed change is to identify how this
change affects the accepted relationships between the variables
(Whetten, 1989).
Furthermore, Corley and Gioia (2011) claim that the contrib-
utions can be assessed within the dimension of originality or utility,
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Table 2
Oliver and Pache and Santos hypothesis and propositions.
Oliver (1991) Pache and Santos (2010)
Hypothesis 1: The lower the degree of social legitimacy perceived to be
attainable from conformity to institutional pressures, the greater the
likelihood of organizational resistance to institutional pressures
Proposition 1: Fragmented ﬁelds that are moderately centralized are more
likely than other ﬁelds to impose conﬂicting institutional demands
on organizations
Hypothesis 2: The lower the degree of economic gain perceived to be
attainable from conformity to institutional pressures, the greater the
likelihood of organizational resistance to institutional pressures
Proposition 2: When facing conﬂicting demands focusing on means, and in the
absence of internal representation of these demands, organizations are more
likely to resort to compromise and avoidance than to other response strategies
Hypothesis 3: The greater the degree of constituent multiplicity, the
greater the likelihood of organizational resistance to institutional
pressures
Proposition 3: When facing conﬂicting demands focusing on means where one
side of the demands is internally represented, organizations are more likely
to  resort to avoidance and deﬁance than to other response strategies
Hypothesis 4: The lower the degree of external dependence on pressuring
constituents, the greater the likelihood of organizational resistance
to  institutional pressures
Proposition 4: When facing conﬂicting demands focusing on means where at
least two sides of the demands are internally represented, organizations are
more likely to resort to compromise strategies when internal power is
balanced, and to manipulation strategies when internal power is unbalanced
Hypothesis 5: The lower the degree of consistency of institutional norms
or  requirements with organizational goals, the greater the likelihood
of organizational resistance to institutional pressures
Proposition 5: When facing conﬂicting demands focusing on goals, and in the
absence of internal representation of these demands, organizations are more
likely to resort to avoidance and deﬁance than to other response strategies
Hypothesis 6: The greater the degree of discretionary constraints imposed
on  the organization by institutional pressures, the greater the likelihood
of  organizational resistance to institutional pressures
Proposition 6: When facing conﬂicting demands focusing on goals where only
one side of the demands is internally represented, organizations are more
likely to resort to avoidance, deﬁance, and manipulation than to other
response strategies
Hypothesis 7: The lower the degree of legal coercion behind institutional
norms and requirements, the greater the likelihood of organizational
resistance to institutional pressures
Proposition 7: When facing conﬂicting demands focusing on goals where at
least two sides of the demands are internally represented, organizations are
more likely to resort to manipulation than to other response strategies. Yet the
more balanced the internal power structure, the more likely it is that
manipulation will fail, leading to organizational paralysis or breakup
Hypothesis 8: The lower the degree of voluntary diffusion of institutional
norms, values, or practices, the greater the likelihood of organizational
resistance to institutional pressures
Hypothesis 9: The lower the level of uncertainty in the organization’s
environment, the greater the likelihood of organizational resistance
to  institutional pressures
Hypothesis 10: The lower the degree of interconnectedness in the
institutional environment, the greater the likelihood of organizational
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riginality representing either an incremental, or a more reve-
atory or surprising advance in understanding. Contributions are
ncremental when they help to develop a progressive advance in
he understanding of management and organizations; in contrast,
evelatory is when the contribution reveals what had not other-
ise been seen, known or conceived. On the other hand, utility
ontributions can be divided into scientiﬁc and practical. Scien-
iﬁc utility is perceived as an advance that improves conceptual
igor or the speciﬁcity of an idea and/or enhances its potential
o be operationalized and tested, whereas practical utility is seen
s arising when theory can be directly applied to the problems
able 3
 model of responses to conﬂicting institutional demands.
Response determinants 
Nature of Demands Internal Representation of demands Compromise 
Means Absence High 
Single Low 
Multiple High (balance
Goals Absence Low 
Single Low 
Multiple Low 
ource: Pache and Santos (2010, p. 469).practicing managers and other organizational practitioners face
(Corley & Gioia, 2011).
Within this framework, the contribution made by the authors
to the model developed in the ﬁrst instance by Oliver (1991) is
basically the addition of the role of internal representation or intra-
organizational dynamics, although it does not signiﬁcantly modify
the logics of the pre-existing model, and gives a better comprehen-
sion of the different elements that can affect organizations’ strategic
responses to conﬂicting institutional demands.
In conclusion, when assessing the theoretical contribution of
the authors within the dimensions of originality and utility, their
Likelihood of adoption of response strategies
Avoidance Deﬁance Manipulation
High Low Low
High High Low
d power) Low Low High (unbalanced power)
High High Low
High High High
Low Low High
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High
Exposure to
media
Low
Compromise
Low High
Manipulation
Active organization ´s strategic
response
DefianceAvoidance
Fig. 2. Role of media in organizations′ strategic response.
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41%
19%
29%
11%
42%
27%
13%
18%
Small organization (0-49) Medium organization (50-249)
Large organization (250+)
Acquiescence
Compromise
Avoidance
Defiance
4%
30%
12%
external demands, in the same or different moments of time.ource: prepared by the author.
ontributions can better be categorized under the dimension of
tility, since it can enhance the potential of operationalizing and
esting the strategic response model.
. Beyond internal dynamics
Overall, Pache and Santos have focused their model on what
hey call the nature of demands (goals and means) and inter-
al representation of the institutional demands; however, there
re some external and internal factors that also play predominant
oles in organizations’ strategic response to institutional demands,
nd which can change the predictive responses identiﬁed by these
uthors.
For example, there has been an important increase in the public
xposure of business via television, radio, newspapers, magazines,
lms, books and social media, giving the media a signiﬁcant role in
ssigning importance to issues and exposing gaps between busi-
ess practices and society’s expectations, which can conﬁrm or
amage the legitimacy of organizations, and by doing so it exerts
ressure on organizations to conform to public inﬂuence (Greening
 Gray, 1994).
Even if the organizations have internal representation of the
nstitutional demands or not, their exposure to media will affect
heir strategic responses. Nowadays, the media affect organizations
nd their actions, especially the social media, that can affect the
onsumers’ perceptions about a ﬁrm, and the strategic responses
f organizations (Gupta, 2009); however, organizations can use
he media to advance their own agendas, manipulating it through
trategic response (Greening & Gray, 1994). This is illustrated in
ig. 2, where if organizations are more exposed to media, they
re under greater pressure to compromise, balancing the multi-
le institutional demands to achieve parity among their different
nterests. However, organizations’ most active response is to use
he media to change the institutional demands in their favor. Also,
f exposure to media is not high, organizations can avoid the insti-
utional demands or openly challenge them.
These predicted responses differ from the Pache and Santos
odel, which establishes that organizations have a low likelihood
f using compromise when they are facing conﬂicting goal-related
nstitutional demands; however, if these organizations have a high
xposure to media, they could use this strategic response to main-
ain their legitimacy.Fig. 3. Strategic response of organizations by their size.
Source: Goodstein, 1994.
On the other hand, because large organizations are visible and
accountable to various constituencies, they have a strong incentive
to take actions to ensure their legitimacy (Goodstein, 1994); fur-
thermore, size increases the complexity of internal relations (Meyer
& Rowan, 1977), affecting their decision making process. This factor
has been studied by Goodstein (1994) who, using Oliver’s frame-
work of institutional factors, included size under the cause factors,
determining that the greater the size of an organization, the greater
its level of acquiescence responses to institutional pressures, and
furthermore that compromise is the strategy more used by orga-
nizations of all sizes (Fig. 3). Pache and Santos (2010), however,
consider this strategic response less likely to be adopted.
Furthermore, Pache and Santos (2010) assert that their model
offers a richer and potentially more relevant account of how organi-
zations respond to conﬂict in institutional prescriptions, claiming
that it has more precise predictive power by increasing the sys-
tematic understanding of the inﬂuences of conﬂicting institutional
pressures.
However, with their claim of the predictive power of the model,
they assume that all strategic responses are the result of a rational
process of decision making, which can be a sequence of decom-
posed stages that converge on a solution (Langley et al., 1995),
in this case responding to contradictory institutional demands.
Though organizational decision making is a socially interactive pro-
cess (Langley et al., 1995) where organizations have to deal with
problematic preferences, because of their difﬁculty in assigning a
set of preferences to the decision situation, in addition to the vari-
ance in the amount of time and effort required by the participants to
solve the situation. As a result of this, the boundaries of the organi-
zation are uncertain and changing, and the audiences and decision
makers for any particular kind of choice also change (Cohen, March
& Olsen, 1972); this impossibility of isolating the decision making
processes from one another and from the dynamics of the organi-
zation and institutions (Langley et al., 1995) makes it difﬁcult to
follow a simply rational decision making process.
One of the difﬁculties understanding how these responses occur
in organization is the use of decision (response) as a primary unit
of analysis, because decisions interact with one another (Langley
et al., 1995), in the process of dealing with different internal andLangley et al. (1995) established three main categories of
linkages in the decision making processes. First, sequential link-
ages deﬁned as interrelationships between different decisions
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Corley, K., & Gioia, D. (2011). Building theory about theory building: What consti-
tutes a theoretical contribution? Academy of Management Review, 36(1), 12–32.
Cyert, R., & March, J. (1963). A behavioral theory of the ﬁrm. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.Fig. 4. Decision processes and strategic responses.
ource: prepared by the author.
oncerning the same demand at different points in time. Then,
ateral linkages that refer to decisions are related with different
emands at the same time, because they share resources, or share
he same interpretation of the world (logic), that can be associ-
ted with the internal representation of the institutional demands.
inally, precursive linkages, which can be found when a decision one
emands can critically affect the premise for subsequent decisions
n a variety of other issues.
Analysing the type of linkages and the strategic responses to
nstitutional demands, it is apparent that sequential linkages are
he result of institutional demands that are not fully addressed by
n organization; thus it becomes a recurrent issue to be solved
y the organization. This situation can be the result of the use of
voidance and deﬁance strategic responses. On the other hand,
hen players involved in the process share the same logic (lateral
inkage) they are more likely to choose a strategy acquiescence;
owever, when different demands with different logics share
esources without needing a large investment in new resources
nd capacities to deal with them, organizations could implement
 compromise strategic response. Finally, organizations with the
esources and capabilities already clearly developed and built con-
equently of previous decisions (precursive linkages), are more
ifﬁcult to adapt new logics and invest in the process and the
esources that this implies, as a result, the most likely strategic
esponses of these organizations could be avoidance, deﬁance and
anipulation (Fig. 4).
Integrating the different linkages of the decision process devel-
ped by Langley et al. (1995) with strategic responses, the
nderstanding of the type of decision making process behind
he organizations’ selection of strategic responses to institutional
emands can be improved.
. Conclusions
Different authors have studied the reasons that organizations do
ot respond uniformly to institutional pressures, but rather gener-
te different strategic responses. Oliver (1991) contributed to this
nalysis by focusing the external characteristics of institutional
emands which pressure strategic responses from organizations.
ache and Santos (2010) building on Oliver’s model, add the analy-
is of internal representation of institutional demand to this model.
heir core argument is that the nature of the institutional con-
ict interacts with the degree of internal representation to shape
he experience of conﬂicting demands and inﬂuence the strategies
obilized by organizations.
The question that can arise is why it is interesting to ana-
yze Pache and Santos’ model. The answer could be that despiteenciales 30 (2014) 376–383
the fact that Pache and Santos’ paper is recent, the number of
times it has been cited (52 citations in ISI Web  of Knowledge) in
the business and organization journals with higher impact factor
in the last ﬁve years, such as: Academy of Management Journal,
Academy of Management Annals, organization studies, Academy of
Management Review, Administrative Science Quarterly, Journal
of Management Studies and Strategic Organizations, shows the
interest of organizational researchers in the topic, which has
been used in the study of new institutional perspectives such
as institutional change (Smets, Morries & Greenwood, 2012),
institutional logics (Cloutier & Langley, 2013; Pache & Santos,
2013), institutional work (Clark & Newell, 2013) and institutional
entrepreneurship (Pache & Chowdhury, 2012).
Pache and Santos (2010) claim that the role of intra-
organizational dynamics in organizations’ strategic responses to
institutional demands has gone unnoticed in previous research;
however, it has already been acknowledged by organizational
theorists such as Kostova and Zaheer (1999), who  recognize the
fragmentation of complex organizations, and Jarzabkowski (2004),
who studies the multiple levels of strategic responses to different
institutional environments with diverse levels of formalization.
The contribution made by the authors to the model developed
in the ﬁrst instance by Oliver (1991) is basically the addition of
the role of intra-organizational dynamics, and although it does not
signiﬁcantly modify the logics of the pre-existing model, it does
offer a better comprehension of the different elements that can
affect organizations’ strategic responses to conﬂicting institutional
demands, which is why this paper categorizes this contribution as
a utility contribution. However, it is argued that some external and
internal factors which also play predominant roles in organizations’
strategic response to institutional demands, such as media expo-
sure and organizational size, were excluded from their model in an
attempt to achieve parsimony.
Finally, Pache and Santos (2010) assume that all strategic
responses are the result of a rational decision making process; how-
ever, the impossibility of isolating the decision making processes
from one another and from the dynamics of the organization and
institutions (Langley et al., 1995) makes it difﬁcult to follow sim-
ply a rational decision making process. For this reason this paper
proposes the integration of the different linkages of the decision
process developed by Langley et al. (1995) with strategic responses
(Oliver, 1991; Pache & Santos, 2010) to attempt to improve the
understanding of the type of decision making process behind orga-
nizations’ selection of strategic responses to institutional demands.
However, some further empirical research is necessary to validate
this propose.
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